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Ford Emporium -

Father of Department

Stores

The old Ford Store on the "Plymouth Road" in

Duxbuiy (Tremont. St. in the Millbrook section) dated

back to 1826, when Daniel Webster used to buy his rum

and groceries there. Duxbury lost one of its landmarks

when this historic store—said to be the first department

store in the U.S. — was burned in 1921.
It had been owned by the Ford family since it was

established by Nathaniel Ford & Son in 1826. Used as a

trading center, it was leased to J. P. Boyle when it

burned to the ground at 1:45 a.m. on Oct. 13.

■ Almost Total Loss

Conditions were ripe for a historic tragedy. The store

was heated by 2 wood stoves, and its timbers were

t saturated with oil and other inflammables which had

been stored there for years. There was practically no fire

insurance, thus it was almost a total loss. Boyle said
both fires were out when he closed up at 6 p.m. the

night before. Nobody has ever determined the cause of

the fire.

Among irreplaceable objects destroyed was Dan

Webster's saddle, which he used when he rode over to the

store from his home less than 2 miles away in

Marshfield. Also bumed were some of his clothing and

the old records of the store which included Webster's

account with the storekeeper.

The building, 100 feet long and a story and a half

high was built of handhewn timbers, wooden pegged.

One window on the second floor, a millinery parlor and a

hat factory, had 2 panes of real Sandwich glass.
Originally established by Nathaniel Ford to deal in

English and West Indian goods, it had for years been the

largest store in New England and the center for trading

activities in imported goods for the eastern part of the

U.S; Its business boomed at the time of Clipper sailing

ships, which carried the American flag into ivery corner

of^Ve globe. Goods imported from all over the world

came for the most part in Ezra Weston ships. King

Caesar, as he was known, was then the No. 1 shipowner

in the U.S.

Country's First
Known as "The Father of Department Stores" the old

Ford Emporium was the first in this country to sell and
display various commodities separately. In boom years it
did an annual business of $200,000. Tourists came from

Florida, Texas and California to see the place. It was
highlighted in guide books and in historical narratives,
largely because of its associations with Dan Webster'
who did most of his shopping there. His accounts with
his hat, clothing and saddle were on exhibition when the
store bumed. In an old iron chest that had not been
opened for45 years until a few daysbefore the fire, were
found many interesting ledgers of the 1880's.

The fire was discovered by a dog owned by Win
Delano, who lived on Crab Island on land originally
granted his ancestors by the Pilgrims. The dog woke
Mrs. Delano, who notified the fire department. Fire
Chief H. E. Merry, enroute from New Brunswick read
about the fire in the Boston Herald the following
morning. (It was his first vacation in 14 years.) One

«JjfT ""^ fcWtf* the place in 1826 and
operated it under the name of James T. Ford & CO it
hajbeen owned and operated since 1779 by a man nam'ed

Oldest Store?
(Here is an editorial that appeared before ihe fire in the

Boston Post in 1921. —Ed.)

The ancient and honorable town of Duxbury claims
possession of the oldest department store in the U.S
located on the main shore road between the town and
Marshfield. And it certainly bears evidence of extreme
age. Some put its birth back in the late 17th century its
records, however, date only to 1826; it is evidently older
than that. '

However, the claim of the Duxbury establishment to
being the oldest department storS in the land needs
verification. Of all country stores, the modern emporium
is merely an enlargement and glorification of the ancient
rural place of barter and purchase. The U.S. is doited
with these well slocked shops where everything from
plows to neckties is carried, although in recent years the
competition of the great mail order houses has put many
of them out of commission, more's the pity. It is sad to
see a picturesque and useful institution like the country
store vanish from the earth.

But to return to the Duxbury establishment, Duxbury
folk will have to prove that theirs is the oldest country
store in New England before ihey can be said to have
made out a case as to priority in the department store
business. Can they do that?


